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Wisconsin Central Railway

Wisconsin Central's most significant predecessor, the Wisconsin
Central Rallway (WCR), originated with the drive to build a raiiroad
through the state to the shores of Lake Superior in the late 1860s.
At that time, the state's population numbered fewer than a million
souls. In the north, wilderness reigned - vast tracts of dense forest,
dank swamps, and turbulent rivers. But northern Wisconsin and
Michigan's upper peninsula contained a wealth of resources -
timber, iron ore, copper. And the only practical means of moving
these resources to eastern markets was by rail.

> Wisconsin Central Rallway
Sault Ste. Marie Bridge Company
Fox River Valley Railroad

Green Bay and Western Railroad
Algoma Central Railway

After the Civil War, the federal government offered a land grant to encourage construction of a rail
line from the central part of the state to Lake Superior. Within a few years, most of the contending
railroads had consolidated into a single company, known initially as the Portage, Winnebago and
Superior Railroad. Then on February 4, 1871, the railroad changed its name - and the Wisconsin
Central Railroad Company was born.

Judge George Reed, WCR's first president, was the driving force behind the railroad, later coming
to be known as the "father" of the Wisconsin Central. Reed won the land grant - almost two million
acres in exchange for bullding a rail line north from Menasha to Ashland on Lake Superior, then
west to Superior at the western tip of the lake - then rushed to attract financial backing.

At first, construction proceeded smoothly. The 63-mile stretch through well-populated territory from Menasha to Stevens
point opened on November 15, 1871, to great rejoicing. Then the trouble began. The area north of Stevens Point was
wild and largely uninhabited. Two work crews inched their way along the surveyed route, one north from Stevens Point,
the other south from Ashland.

By October 1873, they had succeeded in laying 30 miles of track from Ashland to Penokee Gap. But another four years
would pass before WCR bridged the final 57 miles between Penokee Gap and Worcester, northernmost point on the line
from Stevens Point. Finally, on June 2, 1877, the last spike was driven, and WCR was in business from Ashland to
Menasha,

However, by that time WCR was on the ropes. Although business was booming, the debt it had incurred to complete the
line now threatened to sink the young railroad. In January 1879 two trustees were appointed to take possession of the
company and protect shareholders' interests. Working with general manager Frederick N. Finney, the trustees
implemented vast Improvements throughout the railroad.

WCR's best hope for prosperity now lay in making the railroad a strategic link between large western lines and the key
centers of Minneapolis-St. Paul, Milwaukee, and Chicago. First, WCR set its sights on St. Paul. In 1880 it built a line to
Chippewa Falls, where it connected with the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis and Omaha Railroad (CMO). But WCR's
managers disliked depending on CSPM&O and made plans to extend their own line into St. Paul.

CMO was not amused. Whenever a WCR work crew tried to build a crossing over the CMO line, CMO workers would
gather in force, bearing the tools of their trade - crowbars and pickaxes - to intimidate WCR's men. Lawsuits and
injunctions flooded the courts. Finally, general manager Finney ordered his men to cut the CMO line In the dead of night,
install the crossing, and drive a WCR train straight through. This tactic broke CMO's blockade - and in December 1884,
WCR trains began rolling into St. Paul.

Even before WCR reached St. Paul, it introduced direct service to Milwaukee, using the line of the Chicago, Milwaukee
and St. Paul Railroad (CM&SP), CM&SP also agreed to haul WCR's sleeper cars through to Chicago. But relations between
the two railroads soured, so WCR decided to extend its own line to Chicago. By mid-1886 WCR was firmly entrenched in

the Windy City.

Entering the 1890s, WCR was doing well In terms of traffic, but it was still in receivership. After tightening its belt and
improving its services and financial position, it was released from receivership in 1899, With the release from receivership
came new management. Under the vigorous presidency of Henry F. Whitcomb, WCR initiated expansion of the system to
Duluth/Superior. When the line opened in 1909, WCR could claim the shortest route between Superior and Chicago.

WCR's history took a dramatic turn in 1909 when it became part of a larger system - the Soo Line. Soo's history dated
back to the early 1880s when the flour millers of Minneapolis could no longer endure being at the mercy of the powerful
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railroads that controlled shipments through Chicago to eastern markets. Desperate for an alternative, they formed a new
rail company in 1883, known officially as the Minneapolis, Sault Ste. Marie and Atlantic Railway but soon nicknamed the

Soo Line. It ran from Minneapolis to Sault Ste. Marle, Michigan, thus bypassing Chicago and opening up a route through

Canada to the eastern seaboard. The Canadian Pacific Railway secured control of it in 1888 and changed its name to the
Minneapolis, St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie Railroad.

In 1908 the Soo Line acquired a majority ownership in WCR and the following year negotiated a lease agreement
whereby it secured control of WCR for a 99-year period. WCR did retain a shadow of its corporate identity, since Soo Line
operated it as a separate division. But for all intents and purposes, Wisconsin Central had become submerged in a larger
entity - and would remain so for close to 80 years.

WCR soldiered on as a Soo division, buffeted by the shifting economy and rising competition from trucks and
automobiles. Forced into bankruptey in 1932 during the Great Depression, it recovered sufficiently by the mid-40s to
begin converting from steam to diesel power and reinvigorating Its passenger services,

Then in 1960 WCR took part in the birth of a new organization when Soo Line, Duluth, South Shore and Atlantic, and
Wisconsin Central merged to create the 4,700-mile Soo Line Railroad Company.

When Soo formed the Lake States Transportation Division in 1986, giving it most of the former WCR's trackage, the
event would set the stage for a dramatic development in regional railroading: the emergence of a new Wisconsin Central,
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Railroad History of Central Wisconsin
James Lydon's "History of the Soo Line"

This site is owned and maintained by the Portage County Historical Society of Wisconsin.
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Chapter 9
South From Ashland

The promoters decided to make Ashland the north end of their iron. It was a mere clearing, in the
woods in 1870, formerly known as Equadon which was founded in 1854 and abandoned in 1863. The
Ashland site was located on the bank of a splendid natural harbor called Cheguamegon Bay.

Capt, Rich, Wisconsin Central civil engineer, came north in 1870 to make preliminary surveys for
right-of-way. The route south received its final survey and approval, and to expedite the completion of
the project, it was decided to build from both ends toward the middle. In an issue of the Bayfield Press
_dated May 1872, the following announcement is made: "The first shovel full of dirt was turned April
15,1872, at this end of the glorious Wisconsin Central by the Honorable Aseph Whittlesey, pioneer of
Ashland, the Future Iron City of Lake Superior".

Only 6 miles of road were built before winter snowed the workers in. Construction was halted at
White River, a small stream in a deep wide ravine, Stoughton Brothers, Northrup, Livingston, road
contractor and Chicago Bridge Company crected a steel bridge over White River, 1,600 feet long and
110 feet above the water, a huge undertaking in the isolated location. All materials required were
shipped by boat up the Great Lakes through the Soo, thence to Ashland, for handling by the
Wisconsin Central on its own rails to White River. The White River Bridge, a lean spindling structure,
remained one of the great sights of northern Wisconsin (and a 6-M.P.H. slow-order for engineers)
until about 1910 when the ravine received an earth fill, and the steel bridge sold for junk.

From March to November 15, 1872, over 200 buildings had been erected in Ashland and from a
thousand to thirteen hundred men were in the railroad camps engaged in the tremendous task of
clearing a track through the forest, and building a railroad. The nation had begun to feel the financial
trouble that became the Bank Panic of 1873. Suddenly, one December morning, 1872, Capt. Rich
received word to shut down all work on the line, pay off and discharge all the men and transport them
and all others who desired to leave, out of the country.

This order stirred up the entire community. Here were more than a thousand people, a large
percentage of whom depended on their wages from the railroad company for their daily bread. It was
very late in the season with the bay nearly frozen over and no boats running. There were no wagon
roads, and no railroads. About the only way out was to walk to Superior, eighty miles away. In
addition, there was dissatisfaction over the date for which this army or laborers was to be paid off,
Capt. Rich had orders to pay off the men to the day the work was suspended to keep them in camp,
feed them, and then transport them to Duluth-Superior,

All went well at the start but when Rich arrived at what was known as Kelly's camp, the men
demanded pay "to date" whereas Rich had sufficient only to pay them "up to date of suspension".
Kelly's men immediately attacked the paymaster and tried to seize the money. Capt. Rich held off the
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overwhelmed the little railroad. The only railroad in northern Wisconsin and the only route out of
Ashland southward, this isolated piece of railroad at once became the quick and easy approach to
Lake Superior from the interior, From 1873 to 1876 passengers from Ashland made their way
southward from Penokee on foot or snowshoes, in wagons or sleds, to the unfinished north end of the
Wisconsin Central at Worcester, a distance of 57 miles, a journey full of hardships, and only the
rushed traveler undertook the trip.

Top <--- Previous Chapter Next Chapter --->

The Portage County Historical Society Website is hosted courtesy of the
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Archives and Area Research Center.
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A BRIEF HISTORY

OF THE
MINNEAPOLIS, ST. PAUL & SAULT STE. MARIE
RAILROAD . . . THE ‘“SOO LINE”
By JIM LYDON

A great many years ago a philosopher wrote-- “‘History never becomes static. The hand of time keeps
adding to the scroll and new names are being added to the record from year to year. »?

Three historical railroads -- Minneapolis, St. Paul & Sault Ste. Marie R.R., Wisconsin Central R.R.
and the Duluth, South Shore & Atlantic R.R. were consolidated January 1, 1961, and reorganized as The
Soo Line Railroad, the history of which has begun. However, the subject matter of this article pertains to
the Minneapolis, St. Paul & Sault Ste. Marie R.R., better known as the SOO LINE, an early acquired

moniker that became its trade name.

In no country in the world was the growth of railroads so rapid as in the vast, sprawling United
States where it was felt railroads offered free and unhindered circulation of commercial commodities so
essential to the welfare of the people and the continued development of the new land.

The millers along the banks of the Mississippi River at St. Anthony Falls were constantly seeking new
markets for the product of their fast growing flour mills. Bvery means of transportation was important and
especially so the new railroads.

Minnesota’s first railroad, 10 miles, was built between St. Paul and St. Anthony in 1862. In 1865 the
first liné bétween the present Twin Cities and Chicago was opened. In 1870 a line from St. Paul to Duluth
was built. Its builders refused to extend a branch line to St. Anthony. The millers therefore built a railroad
(the beginning of the Minneapolis & St. Louis Ry.) to a connection with it at White Bear following which
the millers chartered boats on the Great Lakes and routed much of their east-bound flour via Duluth during

the season of navigation.

Competition was sharp, fast transportation was necessary and rates were a major factor. Chicago was
the break-bulk point for east and west traffic and the Chicago lines maintained two sets of rates - winter
and summer. The millers felt they were at the mercy of the Chicago rail lines and began seeking ways and
means to protect their businesses. ‘

SOO ROUTE CHOSEN

A railroad for the 500 mile expanse of land between the Twin Cities and Sault Ste. Marie, Mich., was
first mentioned in 1873 by Hon. Israel Washburn, then Governor of Maine. The idea was favorably looked
upon by James J. Hill, founder and builder of the Great Northern Ry., while a director of the Canadian
Pacific Ry., Mr. Hill resigned as a director May 3, 1883, and within months definite action had been taken
by a group of Minneapolis business men to link the two areas with a line of railroad.

. “One afternqon, in 1883, General Washburn called at my office. He asked what I thought of build-
ing a roaq fr.om Minneapolis to Sault Ste. Marie. . . . . We agreed that a number of prominent citizens
should be invited to meet with us the next morning. The meeting was held”’ (1) '

' Articles of incorporation of the Minneapolis, Sault Ste. Marie & Atlantic Ry., were filed at Madison,
Wis., on Sept. 29, 1883. The incorporators were W.D. Washburn, H.T. Welles, John Martin, Thomas
Lowry, George R. Newell, Anthony Kelly, C.M. Loring, Clinton Morrison, J.K. Sidle, W.W. Eastman,
William D. Hale, Charles A. Pillsbury and Charles J. Martin.

(1) H.T. Welles - ““Autobiography and Reminiscences’’



Mr. Washburn was elected President. Captain W.W. Rich was appointed Chief 'Engineer in charge
of engineering and construction. The company was financed completely by Minneapolis men, three-fourths
of the stock being owned by manufacturers of flour.

CONSTRUCTION

In April 1884 construction of the railroad began at Cameron, Wisc., building west to Turtle Lake and
east to Bruce a total of 46 miles. Through a traffic agreement with the CC&NW ““Omaha Line’’ that
railroad was used between Minneapolis and Turtle Lake.

In 1885 the road was extended 22 miles - Bruce to Main Creek (Ingram). In 1886 it was built to
Rhinelander, 70 miles. On December 10, 1887, the railroad reached Sault Ste. Marie, 277 miles from
Rhinelander.

The same group of men organized the Minneapolis & Pacific Ry., in September 1884 which road
began construction, in April 1886, of a line west from Minneapolis. Lidgerwood, S. D. was reached
December 20. '

The year 1887 was an eventful one. The line was completed to Sault Ste. Marie. The Minneapolis
& St. Croix Ry. (incorporated April 13, 1884) constructed its road from Minneapolis to Turtle Lake while
the Minneapolis & Pacific pushed a line from Lidgerwood to Boynton, west of Oaks. At Gladstone, Mich.,
a new town, in addition to a large station, a roundhouse, machine shop, merchandise and coal docks, the
railroad constructed an iron ore dock 768 feet long with an approach of 914 feet.

To accomplish this building feat, thousands of men had to be employed. May 1 there were 1,000 men
at work east of Rhinelander. By June 2 the men employed in all work between Rhinelander and Gladstone
increased to 4,000. Within a month there were 5,000 scattered along the right-of-way as far as Sault Ste.
Marie and the number was increased to 7,000. (Between Minneapolis and Turtle Lake 2,000 men and 500
teams of horses were used). In October F. D. Underwood, General Manager, expressed the total by saying
“‘the right-of-way is black with men.”” Their work resulted in a remarkable achievement and brought an end
to one of the greatest railroad construction undertakings of the age, considering territory and obstacles
surmounted.

It was an organizational and financing project of unbelievable proportions. There was no huge sale
of stock. It was probably the cleanest railroad project of its time and continued so. It was not a land grant
railroad. It may lay claim to an exceptional accomplishment, that of being a money earner from its very
beginning, the result of which produced a serene life, devoid of any corporate troubles or financial worries
for over forty years. .

Within the year (1887) there was wrested from the forest a right-of-way 277 miles in length. (No
forests were encountered over the prairies of Minnesota and South Dakota). The terrain was rugged with
outcroppings of rock, deep ravines, creeks and rivers. In the 126 miles, Rhinelander to Gladstone, it was
‘necessary to construct 289 culverts and 81 bridges. These were all constructed of pile and timber, white pine
or tamarack. The culverts totaled 11,751 feet and bridges 21, 058 feet - 6.2 miles or § percent of the total
mileage. Bridges ranged from 145 feet to 1,455 feet. East of Gladstone mile after mile of almost impenetra-
ble swamps were overcome by using more than 7 million feet of piling and timber and untold numbers of

small trees to ‘‘corduroy’’ a roadway.

The territory in Wisconsin and Michigan was without much settlement as only occasional north and
south roads had penetrated the region. Passing, as it was, west to east the Soo Line was obliged to create
its own tributary local support. It did remarkably well considering it operated only in the woods.

It had been estimated by some that the road was headed into a wilderness containing twelve thousand
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million feet of pine, besides immense quantities of hemlock, cedar and hardwood timber. It was the timber that
gave the road its earning capacity in its formative days.

FIRST THROUGH TRAFFIC

The International Bridge (constructed jointly by the Canadian Pacific Ry. The Soo Line and the DSS&A
Ry.) at Sault Ste. Marie was completed December 31, 1887. January 5, 1888, was a day long to be remembered in
this history of the Soo Line. On that day the first train in five sections, departed from Minneapolis with 102 cars
loaded with flour, the product of five of the principal mills, destined for Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Lon-

don, England, and Glasgow, Scotland.

The Sault Ste. Marie gateway was open, giving the Twin Cities and the Northwest an all-rail route to
the east independent of Chicago. During the year 1888 the road carried east from Minneapolis 1,367,792 barrels

of flour.

With completion of the Soo route, the long struggle for free competitive rates became a reality.
The rate structure - Twin Cities to Eastern Seaboard changed completely. All rates were drastically reduced. The
Twin Cities now enjoyed the same low rates to Tidewater as were in effect from and to Chicago. As a result the
Twin Cities were advanced many years to their place as leading manufacturing, financial and distribution cen-

ters.

AMALGAMATION AND GROWTH

On June 11, 1888, the Minneapolis, Sault Ste. Marie & Atlantic Ry., Minneapolis & Pacific Ry., Min-
neapolis & St. Croix Ry., and the Aberdeen Bismarck & North Western Ry., organized May 30, 1883 (Graded
and bridged a line Aberdeen to Bismarck but laid no rail), were consolidated in one single corporation, The Min-
neapolis, St. Paul & Sault Ste. Marie Railway Company. The consolidated company acquired 737 miles of road.
Growth of the railroad was rapid following the turn of the century.

In 1891, however, construction of the Portal line was begun at Hankinson and finished two years later to
form another connection with the Canadian Pacific Ry., and open to the Twin Cities gateway the third rail line
to the Pacific Northwest.

In August 1902 the Soo Line entered Bismarck, N. D.

During May 1903 construction of the Winnipeg line began at Glenwood and on October 28 a third con-
nection was made with the Canadian Pacific Ry., at Noyes, Minnesota.

Major construction included a 300-mile line from Thief River Falls across North Dakota to Kenmare in
1905; Drake to Fordville, 131 miles, in 1906; Flaxton to Whitetail, 136 miles, in 1906-7; Brooten to Duluth, 208
miles, in 1908-9; Plummer to Moose Lake, 193 miles, in 1910; Frederic, Wisconsin, to Duluth 1911-12.

On April 1, 1909, the Soo Line leased the Wisconsin Central Ry., adding approximately 1,000 miles of
track lying between Chicago-Twin Cities-Duluth-Ashland and through the highly industrialized Fox River coun-
try of Wisconsin. During the years four railroads were purchased; i.e., Aberdeen, Bismarck & Northwestern in
1888; Rice Lake, Dallas & Menomonie in 1900; Bismarck, Washburn & Great Falls in 1904; Wisconsin & Nor-
thern in 1921; Fairmount and Veblen in 1915; Minnesota Northwestern Electric Ry. 1915.

Throughout the years the company proved a faithful transportation agency in the country it opened to
settlement and to the towns that were established along its lines of road. Adequate power was necessary for good
service. Power to move more tonnage faster, better and cheaper was ever the creed of railroad



operating men. The same creed created progress from the “little Rhode Island’’ wood burner to the huge
5,000 class locomotive and on to the highly efficient power unit of today - the Diesel-electric. The first
diesel-electric was purchased in 1938. February 16, 1955, the railroad became the first major line west of
Chicago to be completely dieselized.

CHANGING FORTUNES

A great war had been fought (WWI). The Soo Line and all railroads contributed greatly to its final
successful conclusion, however, during the war period and following it, fixed costs had risen two fold, then
three and four fold. The forests were gone. The saw mills dismantled. Wheat was being shipped east for
manufacturing into flour. Another means of quick transportation had been developed. Hard surfaced roads
were being constructed on which were operated buses and trucks vying for the business the railroads had
enjoyed alone.

A devastating combination of drought and depression in the early 30’s had a primary effect on
reducing Soo Line cash reserves and earning power. Other railroads, some older and apparently stronger,
had succumbed. The Soo Line finally filed a petition in bankruptcy December 31, 1937, and emerged from
jurisdiction of the courts November 13, 1942. The result was a new corporation - The Minneapolis, St. Paul
and Sault Ste. Marie Railroad Company, effective September 1, 1944.

In 1950 the corporate name was dropped except for legal matters and the trade name Soo Line
Railroad adopted. The initials MStP&SSMRR, in small type were used under the Trade Mark.

After such study, debate and open hearings, the Wisconsin Central R.R. (owned jointly by the
Canadian Pacific Ry. and the Soo Line but operated by the latter for over 50 years) was consolidated with
the Soo Line along with the Duluth, South Shore & Atlantic R.R., (a wholly owned subsidiary of the
Canadian Pacific), and reorganized as the Soo Line Railroad, effective January 1, 1961.

13
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# 1

The Soo Line Railroad Company-—what is it? Some may
say it is a mid- wesfern railroad perhaps adding that it is a
granger railroad. Othlers will tell that it is a subsidiary of
Canadian Pacific Railway, which in a way is correct since CP
owns 54% of the Sod. Still others may comment that it is not
well known outside of its immediate territory. All of these
things may be true, but the ideas tell very little about one of
North America’s most dynamxc railroad companies, a com-
pany that still chooses to call itself the Soo Line Railroad
Company. It has not dropped the name “railroad” to
illustrate supposed forward thinking. It is not ashamed of
being arailroad.

What is the Soo Line Railroad? It can be thought of as a
giant funnel for many Canadian products, Wisconsin paper
and a wide variety of other commodities en route to mid-west-
ern, eastern and southern market areas. These products flow
into the United States in North Dakota, Minnesota and Upper

 Michigan and the volume grows as one watches the traffic

move closer and closer to Chicago. All of this comes together
on the Second and First Subdivisions of the Eastern Division,
a single track main line equipped with Centralized Traffic
Control.

The Soo Line is basically involved only in the business of
moving freight and concentrates all of its efforts and money
into the railroad. It has consolidated its operating efficiencies
through its 1961 merger, which in turn made the Soo Line a
profitable railroad.

However, cost reductions alone do not make a railroad
profitable. The Soo Line has a philosophy that can best be
described as:

A company which believes the service produced
must fit the needs of the customer and that most of
the effort must be toward filling those needs.

A company which believes in producing a profit for
providing a service.

A company which believes in innovation, but not in-
novation simply for the sake of changing. The com-
pany can point to many firsts, such as the unit grain
train, consolidated pulpwood yards and direct Chi-
cago interchange with outbound roads—the Seo did
it first.

The Soo Line is an aggressive carrier in the territories it
services. Except for upper Michigan and possibly Thief River
Falls, Minnesota, the Soo Line does not dominate any of its
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principal markets, in fact it is usually in a sub-dominating sit-
uation. It must work much harder to gain business. Further,
the upper mid-west is not a major growth market in the Uni-
ted States, and therefore the company must develop not only
its on-line business but its off-line as well.- For the latter, the
Soo must depend upon the eastern and southern carriers
because it can be said, “a railroad can only be as good as its
connections.”

The railroad believes that their efforts to produce a profit
must do two things: reinvest in the company and pay a return
to the shareholders. Since the company has virtually no con-
trol over rates charged the shippers, every effort is made to
produce services at the lowest possible cost.

The Soo Line also believes that they must provide the
necessary tools to provide service. Since the 1961 merger, the
company has acquired over 8,000 new freight cars with
another 550 on order for 1978. The total fleet consists of about
12,000 cars, most of which are designed to meet the needs of
the customers served in Soo Line land.

Finally, one rather important factor in the Soo Line suc-
cess story is the belief that everyone on the Soo works for the
traffic department. The clerk, switchman, and vice president
are salesmen in essence when they work with a customer.
Each must do his or her work as if performing directly for the
customer. The Soo feels that the customer is the most import-
ant part of their work.

It appears as though the Soo Line has solved an especially
nasty problem, if indeed, everyone does work for the traffic
department. Most of the Soo Line employees that this writer
interviewed during the research for this book agreed that they
do indeed work for the Traffic Department.

This writer has always felt that this particular problem
has.contributed substantially to the ills of the railroad indus-
try. In 1964, this writer was interviewed by an eastern carrier
for a position. When I discussed the problem of the seeming
inability of the traffic and operating departments to be able to
co-operate, the gentleman simply laughed and commented
that this is how it has always been, and always will be. In
1977, this writer interviewed with a mid-western based trans--
continental carrier, and again I brought up the problem.
Again I had the same reaction. Obviously, the problem still
existed. Therefore, I could not resist bringing up the subject
when conducting research for the Soo Line book, and was sur-
prised to learn that the Soo Line did not fit into the mold. Not
an impossible problem to solve, larger carriers take notice.

Such a railroad did not spring into being overnight. In
fact, the Soo Line will celebrate its 100th anniversary in 1983.

Turning back the pages of history, one finds that a




These two early maps published by the Soo Line show the
extent of the company by 1900 and some interesting high-
lights: The -bottom map shows the entire Canadian Pacific
System, while the top map shows the Duluth, Shouth Shore
and Atlantic Railway inked in as heavy as the Minneapolis,
St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie Railway. Further, to the west
of Duluth is the Duluth & Winnipeg, inked in rather pre-
maturely by the Soo. The D&W later became part of James
J. Hill's Great Northern Railway. (MStP&SSM Annual
Report, 1900) .

number of railroads were constructed in the United States for
no real reason at all. Someone or a group saw a chance to earn
a dollar, either in a honest or dishonest way, and railroads by
the thousands of miles.were constructed only to prove badly
during the twentieth century. Such is not the case with the
Soo Line. A very good reason existed for the construction of a
railroad from Minneapolis to Sault Ste. Marie.

It all came about because the Minneapolis to Chicago
railroads were taking advantage of a good thing on the ship-
ment of grains and flour to eastern markets. The Twin City
flour mills were at the mercy of the Chicago rate makers, who
cared little about marketing concerns of the millers. Conse-
quently, the railways to Chicago would eventually lose some
of the flour traffic to a new railroad that would bypass the
Windy City with a new route to Boston via Canada.

The new railroad was incorporated in Wisconsin on Sep-
tember 29, 1883 with the following group of men signing the
articles of incorporation: W.D. Washburn, H.T. Wells, John
Martin, Thomas Lowry, George R. Newell, Anthony Kelly,
C.M. Loring, Clinton Morrison, J.K. Sidel, W.W. Eastman,
W.D. Hale, C.A. Pillsbury and C.J. Martin. Mr. Washburn
was elected the first president. The railroad was completely
financed by Minneapolis interests with 75% of the stock
owned by flour manufacturing companies. The name of the
new railway was “Minneapolis, Sault Ste. Marie and Atlantic
Railway.”

Construction of the new company began in April 1884 at
Cameron, Wisconsin. The new company built westward to
Turtle Lake and east to Bruce, a distance of 46 miles. The
company secured an agreement with the Omaha Railroad for
entrance to Minneapolis.

Construction of this first segment of the Soo Line was
slow. In 1885 the trackage was built 22 miles further east and
arrived in Rhinelander in 1886. It finally reached Sault Ste.
Marie on December 10, 1887. The same year the Canadian
Pacific constructed its line from Sudbury to the Soo to make
connection with the Soo Line. The year 1887 also saw the gap
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The year is about 1895 when a passenger train posed with its
crew for its portrait. The 4-4-0 was more than adequate for
the two car local, which was photographed at Dresser, Wis-
consin. (The Banta Collection, State Historical Society of
Wisconsin)

between Turtle Lake and Minneapolis closed with the
construction of the Minneapolis and St. Croix Railway.

However, the 501 mile line to Sault Ste. Marie would
solve only half of the problem for the Minneapolis millers.
True, on January 8, 1888, the first train of flour, in five sec-
tions, departed Minneapolis for the east and thereby declared
independence for the millers’ flour movement to eastern mar-
kets. Yet this alone could not solve the problem of the move-
ment of wheat to the Minneapolis area. Lines westward from
the Twin Cities were moving the wheat to Duluth and trans-
shipping by Great Lakes vessel to eastern markets, thereby
again putting the millers in a bad position. With no wheat,
they could make no flour and it was clear that not only did
they need a railroad east, but also one to the wheat growing
regions. Consequently they chartered the Minneapolis and
Pacific Railway in 1884 and began construction in 1886.
During that year, 218 miles were constructed to Lidgerwood,
Dakota Territory. ’

During early 1887, the M&P was pushed through Oakes
and all the way to Boynton. This last section of railroad,
which was en route to Bismarck, was the last constructed
under the name Minneapolis and Pacific.

A fourth railway entered the picture about this time.
This was the trackless Aberdeen, Bismarck and Northwestern
Railway. Incorporated in 1883, the company never laid a
single rail. The company was drawn into the consolidation of
1888 and the grade was utilized by the Soo Line to push their
trackage into Bismarck. It was ironic that the AB&NW had
actually graded 210 miles of right of way from Aberdeen to
Bismarck.

During 1887, the Minneapolis and Pacific, the Minnea-
polis, Sault Ste. Marie and Atlantic and the Minneapolis and
St. Croix were all in varying states of financial difficulties. Aid
came from the Canadian Pacific who mandated that all four
railways be consolidated into one line. On June 11, 1888, the
four railways were joined together into the Minneapolis, St.
Paul and Sault Ste. Marie Railway with Thomas Lowry the




Early freight trains on the Soo Line were not long at all com-
pared to today’s standards. For instance, in 1908, this 16 car
stock train was considered to be quite an efficient operation.
(Minnesota Historical Society)

first president of the new Soo Line, as it became popularly
known. The company owned and operated 737 miles of rail-
road.

In 1891 the company began construction of the main line
route from Hankinson to Portal, North Dakota and a connec-
tion with the Canadian Pacific. This was to be the last major
construction project for nearly ten years, and was completed
in 1893. It was nine years later that the Soo Line entered
Bismarck, North Dakota, and for the next decade the Soo
would expand everywhere.

The Soo Line began construction northward from Glen-
wood, Minnesota to Winnipeg in the spring of 1903. The line
was another rugged one with much of it passing through lake,
marsh and bog country. Track would often sink and slide out
of place and life was generally miserable for the construction
crews: Thief River Falls was reached in the fall of 1904 and
the third connection with the Canadian Pacific at Noyes,
Minnesota was reached later in the year. The line later be-
came the main line of the Winnipeg Division with headquar-
ters at Thief River Falls.

Additional construction took place from Thief River Falls
across North Dakota to Kenmare in 1905, a distance of 300
miles; from Drake to Fordville, 131 miles in 1906; Flaxton to
Whitetail, Montana, 136 miles by 1913; Brooten to Duluth,

208 miles in 1908 and 1909, Plummer to Moose Lake, 193
miles in 1910 and the extension of the Frederic, Wisconsin
branch to Duluth in 1911 and 1912. The year 1813 was the
last major construction project on the Soo Line anywhere on
the system including the Wisconsin Central, although it
would turn out that this was not the end of Soo Line expan-
sion activities. .

The Rice Lake, Dallas and Menomonie Railroad was
purchased in 1900 giving the Soo branch lines to Birchwood
and Ridgeland, Wisconsin. The Bismarck, Washburn and
Great Falls Railway came into the Soo camp in 1904, provid-
ing the Soo not only with its first Mikado, but a line north out
of Bismarck to Underwood, North Dakota. In 1915, the Soo
secured the Fairmont and Veblen between Grenville, South
Dakota to Fairmount, North Dakota and also the Minnesota
Northwestern Electric Railway between Thief River Falls and
Goodridge. The Wisconsin and Northern was purchased in
1921 between Neenah, Wisconsin and Argonne or Wisconsin
Junction.

Returning for a moment to 1911, the Soo Line undertook
a massive line change on the Wisconsin Central between New
Richmond, Wisconsin and Carnelian Junction, Minnesota.
The new route eliminated at least 14 curves, some as sharp as
5 degrees, and grades as steep as 1.3 percent, and a shortening




of the rail route by 3% miles. The new construction also in-
cluded the famous bridge over the St. Croix River, which is
9682 feet long and 181 feet above the water. It includes five
steel arches, and when built, could have been considered one
of the engineering marvels of the world.

It is interesting to note that during those early years of
the Wisconsin Central lease that the operating ratio of the Soo
Line was as low as 56.0 in 1912 and 52.7 in 1910. It was a
highly efficient railroad.

When checking early maps of the Soo Line from the early
1900’s through to, even, 1950, the routes included a heavy
black line from Trout Lake to St. Ignace. Although this was
technically the DSS&A, the Soo Line did own at least one car-
ferry jointly with the New York Central and Pennsylvania
Railroads, the “Sault Marie.”

Trouble was really brewing during the early 1930’s with
the depression. The first big problem was the Wisconsin Cen-
tral, which in 1932 not only failed to earn its fixed charges,
but also its operating expenses. As the owner of practically all
of the WC’s capital stock and large amounts of the bonds, the
guarantor of some of its obligations, and the operator of the
properties, the Soo Line made advances to the WC in excess of
$2.200,000 in 1932 alone to meet the deficits and to keep the
properties in operation. The Soo Line could no longer provide
such funds in 1933, and served notice of its intention to dis-
continue operating the property unless it was furnished with
the funds to meet the coming deficits. The Wisconsin Central
was unable to provide the funds.

In that situation, one of the Wisconsin Central bondhol-
ders obtained the appointment of a receiver with power,
subject to the Court’s approval, to provide the funds for con-
tinuing to operate the properties through the issue of receiver’s
certificates. The receiver immediately agreed with the Soo
Line that it should continue to operate the WC in his behalf
and be reimbursed for future deficits out of the proceeds of
the receiver’s certificates.

A protective committee of WC bondholders was then
formed and took the position that the existing lease should be
construed as requiring the Soo Line to continue to operate at
its own expense the Wisconsin Central.

A whole new question developed as to whether or not the
Soo Line could terminate the lease of the Wisconsin Central.
It was indeed a dark hour, and history would have been
changed if the WC had separated from the Soo Line. Even-
tually a court ruled that the Soo Line was entitled to
terminate the lease, and then still another problem arose. It
became questionable as to whether or not the Soo Line did
give up the lease. In the middle of 1934, nobody really knew.

" By the middle of 1935, the Soo continued to operate the WC,

but the question as to whether the lease was actually termin-
ated was still not resolved. Basically, the original court deci-
sion still stood, but the controversy continued until 1938.
Ironically, that year the Soo Line filed for bankruptcy and
continued to lease the WC.

The Soo Line emerged from bankruptey in 1944, while
the Wisconsin Central set a record for the longest railroad
receivership in history finally emerging in 1954.

In 1951, the Minneapolis, St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie
Railroad Company adopted its nickname “Soo Line Railroad”

as official for all except legal business. This was the name that
would be selected for the merged company in 1961.

An interesting development took place on the Soo Line in
early 1950 with the installation of the first major section of
automatic block signals. The first segment was placed in
service between Spencer, Wisconsin and Wheeling, Ilinois.
The types of signals and arrangements at sidings provided for
a future conversion to centralized traffic control at a later
date. Prior to this construction, the Soo operated only short
segments of automatic block signals at Schiller Park yard, 2.3
miles; Duluth-Superior, 4.3 miles; and one mile ¢n the Ash-
land ore dock line.

Additional signaling projects were completed from Min-
neapolis to Buffalo with CTC in 1961, and the automatic
block signals with CTC from Spencer to Chippewa Falls by
1971. At the time of this writing, CTC extends from Schiller
Park Yard to Chippewa Falls. There are a few scattered signal
segments elsewhere on the system.

In 1951, the Soo sought to spruce up its freight
equipment a bit, and splashed 4 foot letters “Soo Line” on its
freight equipment. Known as traveling billboards, no one
could miss the lettering, and for the conservative Soo to do
this was almost unthinkable.

The practice has continued, and the famous $ sign insig-
nia has been all but forgotten. However, the Soo Line did not
actually give up the insignia until January, 1975.

The biggest news in the late 1950’s was the undertaking
of a study to determine the possibility of a merger between the
Soo Line, Wisconsin Central and Duluth, South Shore and
Atlantic Railways. In a way, the study almost seemed to be
superfluous. The Soo and WC were already intimately linked
through stock ownership and lease, and the pair in turn were
controlled by the Canadian Pacific with 51% ownership. The
DSS&A, on the other hand, was owned completely by the
Canadian Pacific. It was an easy merger, with easy approval
by the stockholders and ICC. The new “Soo” became effective

" January 1, 1961 with the CPR holding 56% of the stock,

thereby retaining controlling interest.

At the time of the merger, the Soo had five operating
divisions: Minnesota, Winnepeg, Minneapolis-Duluth, Glad-
stone and Stevens Point. The DSS&A became the DSS&A
Division including the Gladstone Division from Rhinelander
east. The remainder of the old Gladstone Division was given
to the M-D Division. On May 1, 1961, the Soo reduced the
five divisions to three, Eastern, Central and Western. For the
past fifteen years, there have been some minor changes in
territory, but the basic three division system has remained
intact. )

In 1962, the Soo Line adopted a new color scheme of red,
white and black, and still later that year was back on the mer-
ger bandwagon. The Soo and Chicago Great Western con-
ducted merger studies, but terminated them sometime in
1963. It would have created a 6,200 mile system allowing the
Soo to reach Kansas City dnd Omaha, but would have created
a company with less Canadian Pacific stock ownership. It
might be mentioned at this point that the CGW eventually
became part of the Chicago & North Western Railway as did
the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railway. The latter railroad did,
at one point prior to 1954, attempt to lease the Wisconsin
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“The Soo Line has changed a lot during the past 90 years of

operation. For example, the Centralized Traffic Control
system from Chicago to Chippewa Falls was not even
thought of in 1885, but yet 90 years later it was a full blown
operation. This Soo Line photo illustrates the size of the
CTC board governing train operations on the Eastern
Division.

Central Railway. It could be considered something of a small
miracle that the Soo Line even exists today with the one time
Northern Pacific lease of the Wisconsin Central, the depres-
sion problems of whether the Soo Line even retained the lease,
and the final attempt by the M&StL to lease the WC a scant 6
years prior to the Seo Line_merger.

It can be said that the Soo Line merger has been one of
the most successful, if not the most successful. Financially and
operationally, the company has improved consistently since
1961. Gross revenues in 1961 werejust about $75 million with
a net of only $820 thousand. Gross revenues in 1976 were over
$189 million with a net income of over $16 million. Quite a
change from 1961. In addition, the Soo could proudly claim
that the rate of return after deferred income taxes was 6.2% .
Gross revenues in 1977 were $217 million with net income
$18.8 million and rate of return on investment equalling
6.8% , figures few railroads can equal.

14

In closing, it should be remarked that the Soo Line had
about the cleanest construction period and consolidation
and/or merger growth of any U.S. railroad. Aside from the
Wisconsin Central, it was not a land grant railroad. The Wis-
consin Central participated in land grants only on the portion
from Menasha to Ashland, and even at that, the WC turned
back to the State of Wisconsin 131,740 acres of worthless land
on which taxes had been paid for 69 years. (It should be noted
by the reader that only 8% of all railroad mileage in the U.S.
was built with land grant aid.) Further, the land grant to the
WC cost the Soo Line millions of dollars in lost revenues for
the reduced freight, mail and passenger rates and fares for
nearly 75 years. Obviously, there was no government subsidy
here.

Yet the Soo Line survived to become one of the healthiest
railroads in the U.S., while even its next door neighbor, the
Milwaukee Road, is now bankrupt. The management and
employees of the Soo are apparently doing something right!
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Chapter 2
Leasing the Wisconsin
Central Railway

The Soo Line leased the Wisconsin Central in 1909, and
this method of expansion placed the Soo Line into important
centers, such as Chicago and Milwaukee. Further, it added
over 1000 miles of line to the Soo system:

The Wisconsin Central, however, continued to exist. The
identity and ownership was displayed by two small letters
“WC” on all Wisconsin Central equipment. The accounting
system and revenues were kept separate as well as expenses.
Even though all WC equipment proudly carried the “Soo
Line” reporting marks and insignias, the WC was for all
practical purposes a separate railroad.

The Wisconsin Central was one railway built for which
there was a need for such transportation. Wisconsin was
covered by a huge forest extending from Portage to Green Bay
to Lake Superior on the south, east and north to the St. Croix
River on the west. It was proposed that the Wisconsin Central

_be built to tap this vast area, which also included vast iron ore

deposits in the Ironwood, Michigan area.

Congress granted the Wisconsin Central land grants to
provide for the construction of a railway from Menasha to
Ashland to Superior, Wisconsin. (However, the WC failed to
construct the Ashland-Superior segment, and the grant was

* withdrawn and granted to the Northern Pacific, see Chapter
"1, Canadian Pacific Railway, Superior Publishing Company,

1974.) Altogether, the WC was assigned 2,387,000 acres, of
which the Wisconsin Central eventually was to pay dearly in
the form of low government imposed rates for all forms of
Federal traffic. This condition contributed to the WC lengthy
bankruptcy.

- Construction of the WC began in 1871 when Reuben M.
Scott’s organization was awarded a sub-contract to build the
first division of the road from Menasha to Stevens Point, a
distance of 63 miles. This section of railroad was built in
record time, having been completed in 120 days. The line was
constructed with 57 pound rail and hand hews ties, which
was adequate for the 35 ton engines of that period of time.
The year 1871 is actually the earliest date of construction for
the Soo Line Railroad Company of today with the first shovel
of dirt being turned on June 15th in West Menasha. However,
it should be remarked that in 1871, no one had even thought
of the Soo Line let alone the 4,000 mile system it would

eventually become.

It was October, 1871 when train service actually began.
The road was completed and ready for service from Menasha
to Waupaca, a distance of 35 miles, and two mixed trains
daily were operated between the two points. Trains 1 and 2
were scheduled for three hours, forty five minutes between
terminals. The old WC was constructed as a north-south
operating railroad (in contrast to the Soo Line’s east-west
operation) with train 1 operating north bound and 2 running
southbound. -

The first train rolled into Stevens Point on November 15,
1871. The arrival of the train was celebrated by not only the
Wisconsin Central but also the townspeople and was hailed as
the first step in making Stevens Point the foremost railroad
center in Northern Wisconsin. Indeed Stevens Point, today, is
the Soo’s headquarters for the Eastern Division and a major
yard and crew change point.

Construction to Stevens Point had been a relatively easy
task. The area is a gentle rolling topography, and even in 1871
was relatively well settled. However, from Stevens Point
northward, it was unbroken forest all the way to Lake Super-
jor. Construction north of Stevens Point began on March 18,
1872 and 51 miles of track was completed to what is now
Colby, Wisconsin by September. The end of track was named
Colby in honor of Charles L. Colby, one of the road’s early
builders and the son of a financier who provided much of the
WCs fiscal backing during the road’s neophyte period.

In October of 1872, a special inspection train was run
from Menasha to Colby with many dignitaries including Wis-
consin Governor Taylor, state officers, newsmen and the
Wisconsin Central officials. It was a time of great celebration
and hopes were high as to the benefits of the Wisconsin Cen-
tral would bring to north central Wisconsin. It should also be
mentioned here that in 1872, freight and passenger traffic had
come into its own on the first section of railroad and several
trains a day were operating between Stevens Point and
Menasha.

The Wisconsin Central moved their general offices from
Menasha to Milwaukee in 1872, and at the same time moved
the operating headquarters to Stevens Point. A new round-
house was constructed of native stone with an iron roof and
iron service doors. It consisted of six stalls, each with a pit and
stack hood. The repair shops were also expanded. It is inter-
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the Central was Soo Lineized as rapidly as possible. Wis-
consin Central depots and trackside structures were re-
painted to Soo Line specifications, and depot signs often in-
cluded “SOO” insignias replacing the WC Shield. Unless one
was aware of the Wisconsin Central lease, no one could tell
by the depot at Boyd, Wisconsin that this was the WC high
iron—prior to 1961 of course. (A. Robert Johnson)

esting to note that in 1936, the shops were torn down and the
brick used to build a high school athletic stadlum for the
Stevens Point public schools.

‘The next step in Wisconsin Central construction was to
take a look at a northern terminal and decide how to expand
to the south. The original northern objective was Bayfield,
Wisconsin. However, later it was decided that the geograph-
ical location of Bayfield would not be a suitable terminal area
for the road, and a site of what is now Ashland would be far
better. Interestingly enough, the city of Ashland was original-
ly known as Equadon and was founded in 1854. However, the
early settlers and other people simply give up on the town and
abandoned the whole works in 1863, Indeed, the white popu-
lation on the shores of Chequamegon Bay was only 5 in 1870.
However in 1871, a large number of settlers poured into the
area as lumbermen recognized the strategic location of Ash-
land; it became the center for logging and lumber operations.
Indeed in 1978, Ashland is still a center for forest products but
not to the same extent as a century ago. With the events of
1871, the Wisconsin Central officials decided it was imper-
ative to construct the road south from Ashland, while at the
same time, the company would begin constructing trackage
northward to meet somewhere in the middle.

The Bayfield Press in May, 1872 reported that the first
shovel full of dirt was turned on April 15, 1872 by Aseph
Whittlesey, an early pioneer of Ashland.

It was not an easy task. Indeed, only six miles of railroad
were constructed by winter time, and they were stopped short
of the White River ravine. A huge bridge had to be construc-
ted, 1600 feet long and 110 feet high. It was a huge undertak-
ing in the isolated location. The bridge required a 6 MPH slow
order. In 1910, the Soo Line put in an earth fill and the bridge
was sold for junk. The steel bridge was one of the greatest
railroad sights in all of Northern Wisconsin, and when one

After the lease of the wC by the Soo Line, it can be said that ‘

considers the year in which it was built and its location, it was
indeed the spectacular achievement of railroad construction
in 1873.

The railroad was completed from Ashland to the Penokee
Gap around October, 1873. About the same time, plans were
made to build the Chequamegon Hotel in Ashland. The Wis-
consin Central completed this beautiful building in 1877, and
became one of Ashland’s leading tourist attractions, The hotel
was located two blocks north of the depot and was easy
walking distance from train to downtown Ashland. The Wis-
consin Central, with its hotel, was merely doing what the
Canadian Pacific continues to do in the 1970’s, building and
operating fine hotels. As a matter of trivia, the hotel was dis-
mantled in 1907 and never came under Soo Line operation.
Although there had been forest fires in the area, the hotel
never burned as was the case with many other hotels. Part of
the hotel became the Menard Hotel, three blocks north of the
Chicago & North Western station around 1908. The Menard
Hotel did burn to the ground on December 31, 1956.

The Penokee Gap is approximately 30 miles south of Ash-
land. This section of railroad was extremely costly to build
and required not less than 61 bridges. Still another high
bridge, besides the White River bridge previously mentioned,
was constructed across Silver Creek. This one measured 860
feet long and 90 feet high over the water surface.

The Gap is a break in the rough country south of Lake
Superior. The Bad River carved out a route for itself through
the Iron Range hills on its way to Lake Superior. The Gap was

* once part of the route of the copper miners of prehistoric times

who traveled from Mezico to Isle Royal in Lake Superior to
secure copper. ‘

After the Wisconsin Central reached the gap in 1873, the
company made no more further progress south for at least
four years. However, train traffic was relatively heavy. It was
the only way south out of Ashland. From the end of steel at

_ Penokee, travelers made their way south on foot, showshoes,

or in wagons or sleds to the unfinished north end of the WC at
Worcester, a distance of 57 miles. This method of operation
was typical from 1874 through 1876. The section of railroad
from Colby to Worcester had previously been completed on
January 6, 1874.

A depression in 1873 plus a scandal contributed much to
the Wisconsin Central being unable to close the gap between
the north and south ends of the incompleted railroad. There
was some other construction at this time with a branch line to
Portage from Stevens Point completed in 1876. The plan be-
hind this construction project was to eventually build all the
way to Chicago. The company had leased the Milwaukee and
Northern Railroad in November, 1873 to secure entrance to
Milwaukee from the Menasha area, but they were not entirely
satisfied with that arrangement. For example, they had to use
the Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul Railroad into Milwau-
kee proper and the WC did not have its own terminal. The
same arrangement still holds true in 1978 as the Soo Line still
has trackage rights into Milwaukee, and uses the Milwaukee
Road terminals. The Wisconsin Central did not complete con-
struction until 1886.

~In July, 1876, the company resumed construction from
Worcester and completed the 32 miles to Butternut by
December 8th. On May 19, 1877, the north and south ends of
the railroad were joined together at what is now Glidden. The

Wisconsin Central was now a firm rea]ity.




June 16, 1877 is a date to remember in Wisconsin Central
history. The first through trains were placed in service
providing uninterrupted transportation between Ashland and
Milwaukee without changing trains or cars. The routing con-
sisted of the WC from Ashland to Menasha and the Milwau-
kee and Northern from Menasha to Milwaukee. Freight and

passengers were transferred to The Milwaukee Road for

Chicago delivery. :

The Wisconsin Central leased the Milwaukee and North-
ern until 1882. Shortly after, the M&N became part of the
Milwaukee Road.

Meanwhile, the Wisconsin Central began looking else-
where for additional business. In 1880 they completed the
construction of the Wisconsin and Minnesota Railroad Com-
pany from Abbortsford to Chippewa Falls and connected
with the Chippewa Falls and Western to Eau Claire. At Eau
Claire, the WC turned over the freight and passenger business
to the Omaha for Twin Cities delivery. The WC had literally
become a bridge line and dependent upon friendly connec-
tions to handle traffic to and from the Twin Cities and Chica-
go. Clearly this was a situation that a growing railroad could
not live with despite the aid the Milwaukee Road had given
the WC.

In 1881 the decision was made to head south to Chicago.
The Milwaukee and Lake Winnebago Railroad was incorpor-
ated in March, 1882. The new route paralleled that of the
C&NW from Neenah to Fond du Lac, 30 miles; and then
another 33 miles to Slinger where connection was made with
the Milwaukee Road for operation into Milwaukee, 32 miles
distant. This section of railroad was completed on December
18, 1882. .

Faster passenger service on the WC from Chippewa Falls
to Milwaukee was more than the Omaha and the Milwaukee
Road could swallow. Relations with the two roads became
strained. Consequently, the WC incorporated several rail-
roads to construct the gap from Chippewa Falls to St. Paul.
To begin with, there was the St. Croix and Chippewa Falls
Railroad incorporated March 15, 1884 and the St. Paut and
St. Croix Railroad, incorporated April 4, 1884. The latter two
corporations were consolidated into the Minnesota, St. Croix
and Wisconsin Railroad on June 28, 1884. The section of rail-
road from Chippewa Falls to the west of the St. Croix River
valley is extremely rough with many hills and ravines
occuring in regular succession, St. Croix River was bridged as
inexpensively as possible with sharp grade descents to both
approaches and was a real operating problem until 1909. At
that time, a new bridge was constructed 4600 feet long and
184 feet above the water. The line to St. Paul was completed
on December 28, 1884, Early in 1885, through passenger serv-
ice was established between St. Paul and Milwaukee, and a
whole new set of problems erupted from the Milwaukee
Road.

These new difficulties prompted the WC to waste no
time in constructing their proposed line to Chicago, which
was completed in February, 1886. The Wisconsin Central was
virtually complete except for its line projected from what is
now Mellen to Bessemer, Michigan and the line to Duluth,
Minnesota. .

About 1890, the Northern Pacific leased the Wisconsin
Central. However, a business slump in the early 1890’s ter-
minated this arrangement in 1893. The Wisconsin Central
once again was on its own. How different history might have
been if the NP had retained the WC. The Burlington North-
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ern would have been all over Wisconsin and the Soo Line
would never have achieved the prominence it holds today,
both financially and the service provided to the middle-west.

In 1900 the Wisconsin Central extended from Chicago to

St. Paul and- Minneapolis with branch lines extending from-

Rugby Junction to Milwaukee (trackage rights on the Mil-
waukee), Neenah to Manitowac, Stevens Point to Portage
with a short branch to Montello, Marshfield to Greenwood,
Abbotsford to Ashland with an additional branch from
Mellen to Bessemer. The grand total mileage including track-
age rights was 1148 miles. A major construction was still yet to
come.

On May 24, 1904, the Owen and Northern Railway
Company was incorporated to build a line from Owen to
Ladysmith. On October 8, 1904, the Lake Superior and
Southeastern Railroad Company was chartered to construct
the line from Ladysmith to Superior. The entire distance from
Superior to Owen is about 152 miles. Again this was an area
of rough construction. The entire area from Ladysmith to
Superior contains some of the most extensive lowlands and
blueberry marshes in the entire state of Wisconsin. Fifty
bridges were needed to carry the new railroad through Saw-
yer and Douglds counties into Superior. The final portion of
the Duluth extension was opened for traffic on January 14,
1909, byt passenger service did not begin until 1910. The
Duluth extension was the last major construction of the Wis-
consin Central, and it happened at a time when a major
change took place in the WC corporate structure.

In 1908, the Soo Line, officially known as the Minneapo-
lis, St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie Railway, acquired owner-
ship of the majority of the outstanding capital stock of the
Wisconsin Central. On April 1, 1909 the control of the WC
was transferred to the Soo. However, this lease was more of
an operating agreement than anything else. The Soo Line did
not participate in the profits realized or the losses sustained in
the operation, nor did it pay a rental fee of any kind. The Soo
Line simply operated the Wisconsin Central from 1909
through 1960. On January 1, 1961, the Soo Line, Wisconsin
Central and Duluth, South Shore and Atlantic Railways
merged into a new company, the Soo Line Railroad Com-
pany. All Wisconsin Central equipment during the lease was
painted Soo Line with the number series and the small initials
WC indicating ownership.

As far as color schemes go, the Wisconsin Central was to
influence the Soo Line with its deep wine red passenger equip-
ment and gold leaf lettering. This influence later spread to the
Canadian Pacific. The wine red color scheme existed from
1882 until 1962, a grand total of eight decades of a trade mark
that is sadly missed by many along the entire Canadian Pacif-
ic system, including the Soo Line.

Observers today can still see the WC initials on some
freight equipment that has not been rebuilt or repainted since
the 1961 merger date. Most of the Wisconsin Central trackage
in 1978 is buried in the Eastern Division, which also includes
much of the original Soo Line east of Ladysmith, Wisconsin
and all that is left of the once proud Duluth, South Shore and
Atlantic Railway. Consequently, the WC is fading from mem-
ory for many people but the fact still remains, if it were not
for the WISCONSIN CENTRAL, the Soo Line Railroad
would be the weakest sister in the late Twentieth Century
Railroad Industry.

Primary Source: History of the Wisconsin Central, Rail-
way and Locomotive Historical Society.
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